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Abstract  of  Thesis
An  Exploration  of  the  Role  of  Computer-Mediated  Communications  in the
Lives  of  Older  Adults
Research  Study
JoAnne  Middaugh
May  14,  1996
The  purpose  of  this  study  is to  explore  the  use  of  the  Internet  bunetin
boards/Usenet  newsgroups,  email,  and chat services  by adults  over  age 50.
Review  of  the  literature  showed  that  social  isolation  of  older  adults  has  many
causal  factors.  Studies  found  that  the  use  of  telephone  support  groups  has
been  helpful  with  cancer  patients  and  caregivers  of  end-stage  AJDS  and
Alzheimers'  patients.  Older  members  of  an  Internet  bulletin  board  iioere
invited  to  complete  a questionnaire  requesting  information  about  their  use  of
computer-mediated  communications.  Findings  showed  that  100% of those
surveyed  perceived  an  increase  in  their  social  network  using  computer-
mediated  communications,  and  64(7cr formed  ongoing  relationships.  The
implications  for  social  work  include:  using  the  Internet  for  accessing
information,  networking,  case  consultation,  continuing  education,
conducting  research,  and  lobbying  for  social  justice.
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Preface
The  issue  I wanted  to study  was  the  role  of  computer-mediated  communi-
cations,  specifically,  Internet  chat,  email,  computer  bulletin  boards,  and  Use-
net  newsgroups,  in  meeting  human  social  needs.  I belong  to a computer  bul-
letin  board  and  chat  service  where  I have  observed  that  some  individuals
appear  to  be  online  chatting  at all  hours  of  the  day  and  night.  This  observa-
tion  piqued  my  curiosity  as to who  these  individuals  are  and  what  social
needs  are  being  met  through  these  services.  I speculated  that  perhaps  they
feel  socially  isolated;  that  their  needs  are  not  being  met  by  other  means,  i.e.,
through  friends,  family,  and  community;  and  that  they  use  online  services  as
a substitute.
For  the  current  study,  I chose  older  adults,  i.e.,  those  over  age  50, for  three
reasons:  1)  this  cohort  did  not  grow  up  with  computers,  so their  choosing  to
widen  their  social  network  by  online  communications  seemed  like  a pioneer-
ing  thing  to do;  2) research  on  social  isolation  of  the  elderly  was  more  abund-
ant  than  other  populations;  and  3) it  was  convenient  to  sort  the  bulletin
board's  database  by  age.  What  I found  out  supported  my  speculations  in  some
ways,  but  not  in  others.
Introduction
This  is a study  of  the  impact  of  computer  technology-,  specificall'v  Internet
chat, email,  bulletin  boards/Usenet  newsgroups,  on the social  interaction  of
older  people  who  may  be socially  isolated.  Revieiy-  of  the  literature  on  social
isolation  has  identified  various  populations  that  have  been  studied  includ-
ing:  rural  women;  children  who  have  a disabling  condition;  caregivers  for
elderly  family  members;  mothers  with  young  children;  individuals  living  in
single  room  occupancy  hotels;  the  terminally  ill;  and  the  elderly.  In  an
attempt  to alleviate  social  isolation  for  these  populations,  solutions  over  time
have  included:  support  groups,  both  face-to-face  and  by  telephone;  adult  day
care;  community  centers;  Elderhostels;  community  programs,  such  as  Foster
Grandparents  and  Senior  Companions;  and  technology,  such  as Lifeline,  a
medical  alert  system,  and  Cable  television.  Social  workers  have  played  an
important  role  in  these  efforts  by  accessing  resources,  facilitating  support
groups,  making  home  visits,  etc.
For older  adults,  the  literature  has  identified  variables  such  as age,  gend-
er, marital  status,  health,  and  employment  as factors  related  to social  isolation
(Fengjer  & Goodrich,  1979;  Geissinger,  Lazzari,  Porter,  & Tungate,  1993;  A-iul-
lins & Tucker,  1992). Conversely,  this  population  is at  greater  risk  for  health
problems,  loneliness,  and depression  as a result  of  their  being  socially  and
emotionally isolated (Evans, Fox, Pritzl  & Halar, I984;  Evans  & Jaureguy,  1981;
Krause,  1991;  Monk,  1988).
Purpose  of  the  Study
The purpose  of this  study  is to  explore  the  use  of  the  Internet  bulletin
boards,  email,  chat  services,  and  Usenet  newsgroups  by  adults  over  age  50,
1
and  to  identify  what  social  needs  are  being  met  for these individuals.  That  so
many  people  are  choosing  to cornrnunicate  with  others  using  this relatively
new  tool  is notable  and warrants  doing  this study. For social  workers,  the
results  of  this  study  may  be  useful  in  identifying  alternative  vi;aavs to provide
services  to  dients,  to  access  information,  to  conduct  research,  and  as a means
to  nehvork  with  other  professionals.
Statistics  kept  by  Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker  (CI&[M),  a bulletin
board,  email,  and  chat  service,  show  there  are  approximately  44,000+  individ-
uals  using  a network  that  is comprised  of  about  20  bulletin  boards  (Christie's
Internet  Matchmaker,  October,  1995).  Approximately  2800  calls  are  made  to
CIMA4 dailv  (Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker,  October,  1995). In addition  to
the  matchmaker  nehvork,  there  are  innumerable  chat  services,  bulletin
boards,  and  newsgroups  elsewhere  on  the  Internet  with  new  ones  being
adaed  weekly  (Akst,  1995;  Finn  &  Lavitt,  1994;  Forbes,  1995).
On CIMM,  males represent  approximately  72% of the population.  Fifty
one  percent  of  the  members  are  between  the  ages  of  18  and  25. One  percent
are adults  over  the age of 50. About  35% of the members  live  alone with  7.2o7'ti
divorced,  63% single  individuals,  and 12.5%, married.  Eighty  eight  percent  of
the members  identified  themselves  as heterosexual,  8.4% as bisexual,  and 4%
as gay. Students  constitute  38.9% of the population,  40.35% have a college
degree, 15.6% of these with  advanced  degrees  (Christie's  Internet  Matchmak-
er,  October,  1995).
According  to  a 1993 census  report,  33 million  Americans  are  age  65 and
older  (Brandt,  1995). Although  polls  show  that  only  9-10% of seniors  own  a
personal  computer,  the  number  is rising,  increasing  by  2 percentage  points,
i.e., almost  600,000 individuals  in the past 18 months  (Star & Tribune,  January
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4, 1996).  Seniors  around  the  countty  are  joining  SeniorNet,  a non-profit
agency  based  in  San  Francisco  who  helps  seniors  get  online  (Brandt,  1995).
This  agency  has  20,000  members  in  75 chapters  nationwide,  including  an
Akron,  Ohio  man  who  is 101  years  old  (Brandt,  1995). Other  senior  resources
include  the  American  Association  for  Retired  Persons  (AARP)  that  uses  the
Internet  as a forum  to answer  questions  about  health  issues,  longterm  care,
and  legislation  pertaining  specifically  to  seniors  (Brandt,  1995).
Research  Questions
To  explore  the  phenomenon  of  online  communications,  several  initial
research  questions  were  formulated  as a logical  first  step  in  understanding
social  interaction  on  the  Internet.  These  questions  include:  are  adults  over
age  50 who  use  online  communications  socially  isolated?;  what  role  does
computer-mediated  communications  play  in  their  lives?;  what  social  needs
are  being  met  for  these  individuals  using  this  means  of  communication?;  are
online  communications  a substitute  for  family,  friends,  and  community?;
and,  what  are  the  applications  to  social  work  practice?
Relevance  to  Social  Work  Practice
If  this  study  finds  that  the  use  of  the  Internet  chat  services,  email,  and  bul-
letin  boards/  Usenet  newsgroups  helps  to foster  social  coru'iectedness,  perhaps
additional  services  or  programs  are  needed  to  provide  greater  accessibility  and
training  in  Internet  use  for  both  social  work  practitioners  and  clients.  One  of
the  roles  of  social  workers  is as an  information  broker,  i.e.,  accessing  resources
and  information,  and  coru"iecting  people  with  them  (Compton  & Gallaway,
1979). Technology  has provided  new  tools  for  use  in  this  effort.  Practitioners
can  use  the  Internet  not  only  for  accessing  resource  information  for  dients,
but  also, for  networking,  contir'iuing  education,  and conducting  research.  For
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rural  social  workers,  case  consultations  and  staffings  with  other  professionals
can  be conducted  without  having  to travel.
As  social  workers  become  familiar  with  these  technological  resources,
other  alternative  methods  of  practice  may  develop  also.  For  example,  a sen-
ior  center  might  want  to  purchase  one  or  two  computers  and  Internet  access
for  the  clients  who  come  to  the  center.  A  social  worker  may  'tvrite  a grant  pro-
posal  for  funding  the  project,  train  the  seniors  on  how  to  use  the  computer,
and  perhaps  facilitate  an  online  computer-mediated  group  with  other  geo-
graphically  dispersed  seniors.
Since  this  is relatively  new  technology  and  unknown  territory  in  social
work  research,  this  study  is breaking  new  ground.  However,  it  is building  on
a substantial  body  of  research  in  social  isolation  and  use  of  technology  to




Is communications  technology  useful  in  alleviating  social  isolation  for
older  adults?  What  are  the  applications  of  the  technology  to social  work  prac-
tice?  Hypothesizing  that  communications  technology  could  be used  as a tool
to increase  social  connectedness  for  socially  isolated  individuals,  I reviewed
electronic  databases  for  technical  literature,  from  1981  to 1996,  and  literature
from  1979  to 1995  pertaining  to social  isolation  of  various  populations.  Com-
munications  technology  covered  in  the  literature  includes:  teleconferencing,
computer  bulletin  boards,  cable  television,  and  other  adaptive  technologies
for  those  with  disabilities.  Eight  articles  discussing  computer-mediated  com-
munications  linked  the  technology  with  its  application  to social  work.
Few  studies  to  date  have  been  published  on  computer-mediated  commu-
nications.  One study  of older  adults  using  computers  to access  information
and  network  with  others  is in  the  data  conection  and  analysis  phase  (Star
&Tribune, Januat7  4, 1996). To expand  the literature  search,  several articles
dating  back to 1979 that  discussed  the use  of technology  in  coru'iecting  isolated
populations  were  found  to be relevant  to this study.  These included  articles
on a program  to connect  rural  gifted  children  to each  other,  technological
devices  to enable the elderly  to live  independently,  and several  describing  tel-
ephone  support  groups  with  various  populations.
History  of  the  Internet
The Internet,  originally  named  Advanced  Research  Projects  Agency  or
ARPAnet,  as the "largest  and most  widely  used computer  network  in  the
world"  (Miller,  1994, p.34), was not implemented  for  use  as a global  informa-
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tion  highway.  Rather,  it  was  constructed  by  the  Department  of  Defense  in  the
late  1960s  to  be  used  by  the  military  and  other  governrnental  agencies  as a
communications  network  that  would  survive  a nuclear  attack  (Miller,  1994).
Another  secondary  reason  for  the  establishment  of  the  network  was  to enable
scientists  and  researchers  to share  information  more  efficientlv  (AzJiner, 1994).
Electronic  mail,  telnet,  and  file  transfer  protocols  became  popular.  By  the
1970s,  other  networks  emerged  using  Transmission  Control  Protocol/Internet
Protocol  (TCP/  IP). In  the  late  1970s,  Usenet  was  developed  ana evolved  into
an eiectronic  news  and  discussion  forum  on  a wide-range  of  topics.  'The  mili-
tary  use  of  ARPAnet  ended  by  1983,  and  ARPAnet  became  known  as the
Internet,  a network  of  computer  networks  around  the  world  (I!'vfiller,  1994).
Search  tools  such  as: Archie,  Gopher,  and  World  Wide  1/Veb  search  engines
were  developed  to  facilitate  easier  navigation  on  the  Internet  (Miller,  1994).
As  the  technology  evolves,  new  applications  are  being  created.  For  example,
speech-based  interfaces  are  in  the  development  stages  at present.
A  bulletin  board  for  hum.an  service  professionals  called  Computer  Users
in  Social  Services  Network,  or  CUSSnet,  was  developed  in  1986  to  share
information  on  subjects  of  interest  to human  services  professionals,  and  was
expanded  to  include  dient  groups  later  (Finn,  1991).  CUSSnet  boards  are  part
of  FIDOnet,  which  is an  international  system  of  noncommercial  bulletin
boards  operating  at a local  level.  Systems  operators  on  these  boards  operate
independently,  and,  therefore,  each  is responsible  for  fund  raising  and  svstem
maintenance.  There  are  a few  CUSSnet  boards  still  in  operation,  though
some  have  closed  for  various  reasons,  primarily  due  to lack  of  institutional
support  (Finn,  1991).
To access  the  Internet,  one  needs  a computer,  a modern,  and  a telecom-
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munications  program  (Akst,  1995).  Some  bulletin  boards  (BBS)  are  local,
while  others  are  found  on  the  World  Wide  Web  or  major  online  services
such  as Compuserve  or  America  Online.  Generally,  individuals  connect  to
the  Internet  via  an  access  provider  through  work,  school,  or  by  subscribing  to
one  of  the  providers  in  the  community  and  paying  a monthly  fee.  Both
Internet  service  providers  and  the  major  online  services  offer  email,  chat,
and  newsgroups.
Theoretical  Frameworks
Few  of  the  articles  I reviewed  discussed  a theoretical  framework.  Of  those
that  did,  four  are  applicable  to  a study  of  older  adults  and  social  isolation:  dis-
engagement  theory,  activity  theory,  social  exchange  theory,  and  role  theory.
An  ecological  perspective  from  systems  theory  also  provides  a framework  for
the  current  study.
Disengagement  theory  is one  of  the  theories  that  describes  the  social  isola-
tion  of  older  adults.  This  theory  postulates  that  as people  age,  there  is a
mutual  separation  between  themselves  and  society  (Monk,  1987).  Even  those
who  continue  to  participate  in  social  interaction  as they  age  win  eventually
disengage  when  the  rapid  changes  in  the  environment  become  too  great.
Critics  of  this  theory  argue  that  those  individ'uals  who  disengage  from  social
activities  at that  time  have  always  done  so throughout  their  lives  (Monk,
1988).  The  literature  divides  the  aging  population  into  the  "young  elderly"
(65  to  84)  and  the  "old  elderly"  (85  and  older)  (Zuniga,  1995,  p. 176).  Older
adults,  as defined  by  the  current  study,  are  younger  than  the  yo'ung  elderly
population  though  these  older  adults  did  not  grow  up  using  computer  tech-
nology.
Activity  theory  provides  another  view.  This  theory  postulates  that  aging
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individuals  continue  to have  needs  for  social  connectedness,  and that  con-
trary  to the  disengagement  theory,  they  do  not  withdraw  from  social  interac-
tion.  Those  who  stay  active  are  happier  and  "experience  optimal  aging"
(Maldonado,  1987,  p. 104).  This  theorv  is related  to  the  research  questions  of
the  current  study  pertaining  to the  use  of  online  communications  to foster
social  connections.
Social  connectedness  can  also  be  understood  using  social  exchange  theory.
This  theory  states  that  social  interaction  is maintained  as long  as it  is
rewarded  in  some  way,  with  the  rewards  being  equal  to or  exceeding  the  costs
of  maintaining  the  relationship  (Maldonado,  1987;  Mullins  & Tucker,  1992).
Isolation  can  occur  when  the  rewards  for  interacting  with  others  are  not
enough  to continue  the  effort.  Computer-mediated  communication  provides
immediate  rewards,  especially  chatting  with  others  online.  An  added  benefit
is that  there  are  many  more  people  to  meet  when  one  is lonely  or  feeling  iso-
lated.  One  does  not  have  to rely  on  the  chance  occurrence  of  meeting  new
friends  at social  events  because  people  are  interacting  on  the  Internet  hventy-
four  hours  a day  worldwide.
Several  studies  used  role  theorv  as a theoretical  framework,  specifically
those  articles  addressing  the  caregiving  of  significant  others  (Fengler  & Good-
rich,  1979;  Geissinger  et al.,  1993;  Goodman  & Pynoos,  1988;  Smyth  & Harris,
1993; Ti"Veinberg,  Schmale,  Uken,  & Wessel,  1995).  Roie  theory  postuiates  that
societv  defines  an  individual's  role  throughout  life,  though  this  changes  over
time  as the  person  ages. As  roles  are  lost  through  retirement,  widowhood,
and deaths  of relatives  and friends,  social  isolation  can  occur  (Zuniga,  1995).
Societal  attitudes  inhibiting  individuals  from  taking  on  new  roles  result  in  a
reduction  in social  interaction  (Zuniga,  1995). For example,  when  retirees  no
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longer  have  co-workers  to provide  some  of their  social  needs, they must  find
new  connections  to get  these  needs  met  or  risk  becoming  isolated.  in the lit-
erature,  social  isolation  occurred  for  caregivers  when,  in  the performance  of
their  caretaking  duties,  they  neglected  to  take  care  of  their  oii-n  needs  for
social  interaction  (Fengler  & Goodrich,  1979;  Geissinger  et al.,  1993). The  cur-
rent  study  explores  computer-mediated  communications  as an alternative
method  to meet  the  social  needs  of  isolated  individuals.
Another  theory  that  can  be applied  to this  study  is the  ecological  perspec-
tive  of  systems  theory  that  focuses  on  the  person  in  the  environment  and  the
balance  between  the  two  (Hartman  & Laird,  1983).  Systems  include  a person's
family,  employer,  cornmunity,  government,  church,  health,  recreation,  etc.
An  intervention  at any  level  affects  the  whole  system.  Applying  the  ecologi-
cal  approach  to the  aging  population,  social  workers  "assess  the  quality  of  the
eider  perso'ffs  interaction,  to ask  what  is needed  to enhance  the  abilitv  of  the
elder  to obtain  the  best  output  from  that  interaction,  and  to evaluate  how  the
systems  in  this  elder's  environment  can  be changed  to  best  benefit  him  or
Ber"  (Zuniga,  1995,  p. 174).
The  current  study  looks  at older  adults'  use  of  computer  networks  to meet
social  needs  that  are  not  being  met  from  other  parts  of  tneir  environment.
From  a strengths  perspective,  the  ability  of  older  adults  to develop  netv  skills
enables  them  to adapt  to their  changing  environment  and  to relate  to  others
using  new  mediums  of communication.
Social  Isolation
Four  articles  defined  social  isolation.  Geissinger,  Lazzari,  Porter,  and  Tun-
gate (1993) called  it the  "relational  disconnection  from  individuals,  groups,
and commmunit)r"  (p.  283). Mullins  and  Tucker  (1992)  defined  social  isola-
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tion  as "diminishing  social contacts"  (p. 86) resulting  from  "an  absence of a
place  in  an  accepting  community"  (p. 85). Chappell  (1994) states that  "people's
social  relationships  are  important  to the quality  of their  lives. Lacking  such
relationships  can  cause  loneliness,  exdusion,  and  a sense  of  social  failure"
(p. 419).  Taha  and  Caldwell  (1993)  note  that  "social  isolation  occurs  when
desires  for  support,  understanding,  and  other  social  and  emotional  aspects  of
interactions  are  not  met"  (p.  277).
The  iiterature  identifies  several  factors  contributing  to social  isolation
including:  weather  (Fengler  &  Goodrich,  1979;  Geissinger  et al.,  1993);  poor
health  or  disability  (Dugan  & Kivett,  1994;  Fengler  & Goodrich,  1979;  Monk,
1988;  MulIlins  & Tucker,  1992;  Stein,  Rothman,  & Nakanishi,  1993); geography
(k-iullins  & Tucker,  1992;  Geissinger  et al.,  1993;  Stein,  Rothman,  & Naka-
nishi,  1993);  marital  status  (Dugan  & Kivett,  1994;  Geissinger  et al., 1993;  Mul-
lins  & Tucker,  1992);  distrust  of  others  (Finn  & Lavitt,  1994;  Krause,  1991);
financial  difficulties  (Chappell,  1994;  Geissinger  et al.,  1993;  Krause,  1991);
depression  (Finn  & Lavitt,  1994;  Krause,  1991);  age  (Geissinger  et aL, 1993;
Monk,  1988;  Mullins  & Tucker,  1992);  low  self-esteem  (Finn  & Lavitt,  1994;
Geissinger  et al., 1993);  role  expectations  (Fengler  & Goodrich,  1979;  Geissinger
et al.,  1993);  and  employment  (Dugan  & Kivett,  1994;  Geissinger,  et al.,  1993;
Reeves  & Darville,  1994).
The  literature  included  several  studies  of  social  isolation  in  varied  popula-
tions:  adults  over  age  55 (Krause,  1991),  rural  women  (Geissinger,  et al.,  1993),
and  caregivers  of  husbands  who  have  a disability  (Fengler  & Goodrich,  1979).
The first  study  attempted  to determine  how  sociai  isolation  affects  depression
in  older  adults,  while  the  other  two  explored  geographical  isolation  and  life
satisfaction  iss'ues  respectiveiy.
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Krause  (1991),  using  a suppressor  model  from  stress  theory,  hypothesized
that  social  isolation  increases  depression  in  older  adults.  The  s'uppressor
model  predicts  that  the  negative  effects  experienced  as a result  of stress can  be
suppressed  by  social  support.  He  tested  his  hypothesis  bv  using  aata from  a
study  done  in  1978  in  which  face-to-face  interviews  were  conducted  nation-
ivide  of  3,692  people  who  were  18  years  of  age  or  older.  Krause  used  the
responses  of  those  participants  age  55 years  and  older,  approximately  1,107
individuals.  He  found  that  individuals  who  have  few  close  ties with  others
are  more  depressed  than  those  who  have  strong  social  ties  to the  community.
Although  his  findings  were  statistically  significant,  he qualifies  this  explana-
tion  by  stating  that  a causal  relationship  cannot  be assumed  because  the  direc-
tion  of  the  relationship  may  be reversed  (Krause,  1991).
Geissinger  et al. (1993)  interviewed  21 rural  women  in  Colorado  using  role
theory  as the  conceptual  framework  and  a grounded  theorya  approach  for  their
descriptive,  exploratory  study.  The  authors'  purpose  was  to explore  the
meaning  of  isolation  from  the  perspective  of  ruraI  women.  The  participants
in  this  study,  ranging  in  age  )ffom  18  to 72, were  selected  using  a systematic
probabilitv  sampling  method.  Only  those  who  expressed  interest  in  partici-
pating  were  interviewed.  Social  isolation  was  caused  by  geographical  loca-
tion,  i.e.,  living  in  a rural  area;  age;  abusive  relationships;  poverty;  cultural
differences;  and  absence  or  loss  of  significant  others.  This  study  concluded
that  the  support  of  others  was  important  for  women  in  rural  areas  ivho  felt
sociallv  isolated  so that  they  could  move  beyond  their  "isolating  situations"
and  reconnect  with  others  (Geissinger  et al., 1993).  Some  ivomen  found
employment,  while  others  connected  with  community  groups  such  as:
churches,  schools  or  neighborhoods.
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Fengler  and  Goodrich  (1979),  using  role  theory  as their  conceptual  frame-
work,  examined  the  impact  of  15  elderly  husbands'  disabling  condition  on  the
life  satisfaction  of  their  wives  who  are  the  primary  caregivers.  The  study  was
conducted  from  '1976-1977  in  a volunteer  workshop  for  older  males  is-ith  dis-
abilities.  A  life  satisfaction  scale  was  administered  to  both  husbands  and
wives.  Follow-up  interviews  were  also  conducted.  The  researchers  acknoivl-
edge  that  the  findings  are  incondusive  since  the  life  satisfaction  scores  were
not  measured  before  the  husbands  became  disabled.  The  median  score  for  the
wives  was  21 and  19  for  the  husbands.  Compa'ring  the  findings  to a national
study,  both  the  wives'  and  the  husbands'  scores  were  well  beloii-  the  median
score  of  26 for  both  women  and  men.  The  scores  would  seem  to indicate  that
the  ii-ives'  satisfaction  with  life  is affected  by  their  husbands'  disabling  condi-
tion.  The researchers  concluded  that  these  wives  would  benefit  from  making
connections  with  other  caregivers  as a means  of  support.  Often,  the  caregiv-
ers do  not  have  the  time,  the  opportunity,  or  the  energy  to take  care  of  their
oivn  emotional  needs.
As a whole,  these studies  found  that  social  support  of  others  helps  to alie-
viate  social  isoiation  regardless  of  the  causal  factors.  There  are  limitations
that  threaten  the validity  of the studies,  however.  The findings  are  not  gener-
alizable  because  of  limitations  in  methodology  and  research  design.
Interventions
Several  articles  discussed  practice  methods  to reduce  social  isolation  for
disparate populations,  including  telephone  support  groups  and  computer-
mediated groups.  Some of these articles  were  program  evaluations  of  current
interventions,  while  others  Were  expiorator)-  studies  of  user-initiated  com-
puter  support  groups.
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Two  studies  examined  telephone  support  groups  (Evans  & Jaureguy,  1981;
Wiener,  Spencer,  Davidson,  & Fair, 1993). Evans and Jaureguy  (1981) eval-
uated  the  effectiveness  of  an  outreach  program  that  provides  outpatient  serv-
ices  to  veterans.  A  needs  assessment  was  conducted  and  a telephone  support
group  was  implemented  for  elderly  veterans  who  have  a visual  impairment
The  study  participants  were  pre  and  post-tested  for  level  of  social  activih+',
affective  disorder,  and  ability  to attain  goals.  The  groups  were  time-limited.
Twelve  clients,  4 groups  of  3 each,  participated  in  the  experimental  support
(3roup for eight weeks. Twelve dients were in the control group. Overall, 19
men  and  5 women  participated.  The  mean  age  was  62.  Researchers  adminis-
tered  the  Wakefield  self-rating  depression  scale  consisting  of  12  items,  and  the
UCLA  Loneliness  Scale  to  both  the  experimental  and  control  groups.  The
Ellsworth's  (1975)  Personal  Assessment  of  Role  Skills  consisting  of  54 items
measuring  6 dependent  variables  was  administered  to  significant  others.
Scores  are  mean  percentages  of  maximum  possible  points  for  each  dependent
variable  and  intervening  variable.  Results  of  the  pre-test  showed  that  both
loneliness  and  depression  were  expressed  by  a high  number  of  participants.
The  average  loneliness  score  for  both  groups  ivas  54.7';t,  on  the  pre-test,  but
had decreased  to 40% on the post-test  for the experimental  group.  The aver-
age depression  score was 35.8% for  both  groups  on the pre-test  and 29.4',:: on
the  post-test  for  the  experimental  group.
Significant  behavioral  changes  in  responsibility  for  household  chores
bevond  the  .01 level  in  the  experimental  group  were  noted  'by the  spouses  of
the  group  members.  The  changes  in  social  activit)r  scores  for  this  group  were
significant  beyond  the.05  level,  from  52.5% to 7l.4'%i'i.  Researchers  concluded
that the phone  intervention  significantly  influenced  affect  and  behavior.
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Wiener,  Spencer,  Davidson,  and  Fair  (1993)  conducted  a study  of nine  sup-
port  groups  of  HI&l-infected  children  and their  families.  The purpose  of this
study  was  to assess  the psychosocial  needs  and  the degree  of social  isolation
experienced  by  these families  because  of  the social  stigmatizing  disease. Forh-
people  participated  in  the  groups:  five  HIV-infected  girls,  21 female  family
members,  and  14  maie  family  members.  An  HIV-infected  bovs group  ivas
not  conducted  by  phone,  'out  through  a computer  bulletin  board.  Eight  moth-
ers  were  HI'!i7-infected  while  the  number  of  HIV-infected  fathers  was  unspeci-
fied.  The  groups  were  maintained  homogenously  (foster  parents  vs  infected
mothers,  for  example)  to facilitate  discussion  of  sensitive  issues.  There  vvas
no  control  group.  Although  the  groups  were  client-directed,  the  facilitators
provided  a basic  structure.  The  participants  were  given  a pre-test  and  a post  -
test. The results  showed  that  85% benefitted  from  the group  participation,
83(,::i felt an increase  in  their  ability  to cope, and  80% reported  that  they  felt
better  equipped  to  deal  with  their  child's  illness.  A  six  month  follow-up  was
done  and F35% still  reported  feeling  that  the group  had  been  heipful.
Seven  articles  were  directly  related  to the  research  question  dealing  specifi-
callv  ivith  computer-mediated  communications  (Akst,  1995;  Finn,  1995;
Finn  & Lavitt,  1994;  Smyth  & Harris,  1993;  Taha  & Caldwell,  1993;  Weinberg,
Scnmaie,  et al.,  1995;  Weinberg,  Uken,  Schmale,  & Adamek,  1995).  Five  of
these  discussed  the  use  of  computer  bulletin  boards  as support  groups  for
individuals  iioho  are  unable  to attend  traditional  groups  due  to geographical
distance,  illness,  or  caregiving  responsibilities  (Akst,  1995;  Finn,  1995;  Smyth
& Harris,  1993;  Weinberg,  Schmale,  et al.,  1995;  lVeinberg,  Uken,  et al., 1995).
One  article  described  the  role  of  computer-mediated  communications  and  its
impact  on  social  interactions  in  groups  and  organizations  (Taha  & Caldwell,
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1993).
Finn  and  Lavitt  (1994)  examined  computer-based  self-help  support  groups
for  sexual  abuse  survivors.  The  authors  were  interested  in looking  at the par-
ticipation  patterns, the zroup interaction, and the rules and norms of these
groups.  The  purpose  of  this  study  was  to  explore  this  neii-  resource  as a
means  of  support  for  sexual  abuse  survivors.  The  researchers  conducted  their
studv  by accessing  computer  bulletin  boards  and  reading  the messages  posted
there.  Five  boards  were  chosen  for  the  study.  The  researchers  found  that
gender  differences  appear  to influence  participation  patterns.  On  hvo  of  the
boards,  53.5% and 61.1% of users  were  women  who  sent 75% of the messages.
In  addition,  women  to women  messages  were  50%  while  men  to  men  mes-
sages represented  only  3%i of the messages  sent. On  other  boards  made  up of
primarily  men,  there  was  very  little  female  to female  interaction,  while  male
to male  messages  were  40% of those  sent. The study  was incondusive  regard-
ing  differences  in  participation  patterns  and  gender  distribution.  The
researchers  concluded  that  these  bulletin  boards  appear  to have  the  potential
to provide  support  for  sexual  abuse  survivors  despite  the  limitations  of  non-
face-to-face  contact  and  a delayed  response.
Weinberg,  Uken,  Schmale,  and  Adamek  (1995)  conducted  a pilot  study  of  a
computer  support  group  for  women  with  breast  cancer.  The  purpose  of  the
study  was  to  determine  if  the  computer  support  groups  offer  the  same  bene-
fits  as do  face-to-face  groups.  The  authors  selected  six  women,  ranging  in  age
from  38 to 54, who  had  been  living  with  breast  cancer  from  four  months  to
twelve  years.  Five  of  the  six  women  were  in  remission  at the  time  of  the  stu-
dy.  Each  member  of  the  group  was  provided  a laptop  computer  with  a
modem  and  taught  how  to  access  a bulletin  board  that  was  created  for  their
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sole  use.  Messages  were  posted  by  the group  members  and the leader  from
October,  1993 to January,  1994. Six scales were  completed by the group mem-
bers  at the  conclusion  of  the  study  to assess  their  perceptions  of five  factors
generally  regarded  as important  for  group  dynamics:  he}pfulness,  group
cohesion,  instillation  of  hope,  universality,  catharsis,  and  altruism.  Group
members  rated  each  factor  using  a four  point  Likert  scale: strongl'v  agree (4) ;
agree  (3); disagree  (2); strongly  disagree  (1). Results  of the study  showed  that
ali  five  of  the  therapeutic  factors  were  perceived  by  the  members  as prevalent
within  the  gro'up,  though  some  more  than  others.  Instillation  of  hope
(mean=  3.53),  group  cohesion  (mean=3.33),  and  universalitv  (mean=3.25)
rated  consistently  with  face-to-face  groups.  Catharsis  (mean=3.08)  rated  lower
as was  expected  from  a support  group.  Altruism  (mean=2.94)  was  the  onlv
factor  that  was  rated  lower  than  the  authors  expected  when  compared  to  stud-
ies using  the  same  scale  with  face-to-face  groups.  Participants  rated  the  groups
as helpful  (mean=3.3).  Correlations  between  helpfulness  and  group  cohesion,
instillation  of  hope,  and  universality  ranged  from  .65 to .45,  ivhich  fall  within
the  moderate  range.  These  findings  are  not  significant  because  of  the  small
sample  size  and  may  be attributed  to chance.  However,  the  findings  are  con-
sistent  with  the  literature  on  face-to-face  groups  of  cancer  patients.
The  authors'  preiiminary  conclusion,  based  on  a small  sample,  was  that
computer  support  groups  can  provide  the  same  therapeutic  benefits  as face-to-
face  support  groups.  The  convenience  of access  from  one's  own  home
twenty  four  hours  a day  is important  for  people  who  are  ill,  are  caregivers,
lack  transportation,  live  in  rural  areas,  or  have  other  life  situations  that  prev-
ent  them  from  participating  in  face-to-face  support  groups.
Overall,  these studies  found  that  communications  technologv  is successful
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in  linking  individuals  who  otherwise  would  not  be able to participate  and
that  the  therapeutic  benefits  using  this  technology are similar  to that found  in
face-to-face  groups.  Limitations  to the generalizability  of the findings  include:
sampling  bias,  lack  of  control  groups,  and  no  random  assignment  to the
groups.
Other  authors  discussed  using  technology,  such  as:  the telephone  support
group  for  disabled  students  ( Shilman  & Giladi,  1985);  Cable  Television,  Life-
line  systems  and  computer  games  for  the  elderly  (Monl;,  1988);  adaptive  tech-
nology  for  persons  with  disabilities  (Mates,  1993);  and the use of BBS support
groups  (Forbes,  1995).  While  none  of  these  articles  were  research  studies,  but
rather  descriptive  reports  of  the  use  of  technology  to facilitate  communication
for  individuals  who  may  need  some  help,  they  identify  how  technology  has
been  used  in  the  past  for  this  purpose.
Advantages  and  Disadvantages  of  Telecommunications
Researchers  disagree  about  the  advantages  and  disadvantages  of  using
communications  technology  in  a support  group.  Some  believe  that  the
advantages  of  anonymity  and  the  lack  of  barriers  of  time,  distance,  and  social
status  far  outweigh  the  disadvantages  due  to the  lack  of  non-verbal  cues
(Evans  & Jaureguy,  1981;  Finn,  1995;  Goodman  & Pynoos,  1988;  l'Veinberg,
Schmale,  et al.,  1995;  Wiener,  et al.,  1993).  Anonymity  may  promote  openness
and  sharing  (Evans,  et al.,  1984;  WeinEerg,  Schmale,  et al.,  1995)  as  "dients
feel  less  self-conscious  and  more  open  to discussing  sensitive  subjects"
(Rounds,  Galinsky,  & Stevens,  1991,  p. 13  ), particularly  for  those  with  com-
munication  or  interpersonal  difficulties  (Finn,  1995).  For  individuals  with  a
socially  stigmatizing  condition,  the  anonymity  is a distinct  advantage  as thev
are able to obtain  support  from  the  group  without  having  to go  out  in  public
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(Rittner  & Hammons,  1992).
Finn  (1995)  cited  several  additional  advantages  provided  by computer-
based  self-help  groups,  such  as:  a source  of supplemental  support  to face-to-
face  groups;  a means  of  support  when  there  is a waiting  list  for  in-person
groups;  and  as training  for  neiy-  support  group  leaders.
Some  researchers  thought  that  the  lack  of  visual  cues  is a limitation
because  less  information  is provided  about  what  the  individual  is experienc-
ing  (Forbes,  1995;  Weinberg,  Schmale,  et al.,  1995).  For  example,  in  the  tele-
phone  support  groups,  the  group  facilitators  had  to listen  carefully  to deter-
mine  not  only  who  was  speaking,  but  how  they  may  be  feeling  if the  group
member  did  not  offer  that  information.  Other  disadvantages  of  using  tech-
nology  for  support  versus  face-to-face  contact  included:  the  presence  of
opportunists  who  may  prey  on  vulnerable  persons  (Forbes,  1995);  the  lack  of
modelling  behavior  as found  in  other  self-help  groups  (Finn  & Lavitt,  1994);
and  the  possibility  that  technoiogy  may  actually  promote  social  isolation
(Finn  & Lavitt,  1994;  Taha  & Caldwen,  1993).
From  the  literature  cited,  it  is evident  that  humans  have  a need  to  be
socially  connected  (Chappen,  1994;  Geissinger,  et al.,  1993;  Krause,  1991).  The
technology  to facilitate  this  connection  for  socially  isolated  individuals  is
available  right  now.  X'vThether  communicating  using  technological  means  is
sufficient  by itself  as a substitute  for  in-person  contact  to satisfv  the need  for
social  connectedness  is unknown.  Studies  of  telephone  support  groups,  for
example,  found  that  they  were  helpful  for  those  who  participated,  but  validity
concerns  such  as no  random  assignment  to control  groups  make  conclusions
relative  to other  methods  tentative.
Since computer-mediated  communications  are  evolving  rapidly,  the  next
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step  would  be to determine  whether  this  means  of  communication  provides
similar  benefits  as those  acquired  from  telephone  support  groups.  This  studv
hopes  to be able  to contribute  to this  effort  by  seeking  information  from  older
adults  who  use  electronic  bulletin  boards,  email,  Usenet  neii-sgroups,  and




XVhat  role  does  computer-mediated  communications  plav  in  the  lives  of
adults  age  51 and  older?  What  social  needs  are  being  met  for  these  individu-
als? What  are  the  apprications  of  this  technology  to social  work  practice?
To  address  these  questions  raised  by  the  literature  revieia;  and  current  con-
cerns  in  social  work,  I chose  an  exploratory,  descriptive  design  for  this  study
using  both  quantitative  and  qualitative  data.  The  survey  design  ivas  selected
for  the  following  reasons:  its  convenience,  as I am  a member  of  the  bulletin
board;  the  method  of  conducting  research  online  using  the  'I'Vorld  T'%7ide liVeb
is innovative;  and  other  design  methods,  such  as case  studies,  focus  groups,
and in  depth  interviews  were  not  feasible  since  users  of  Christie's  Internet
Aiatchmaker  are  found  worldwide.  Furthermore,  the  other  methods  would
compromise  the anonymity  that  may  be verv  important  to many  users  of  this
service.
Computer-mediated  communication  is defined  as Internet  chat  services,
email, bulletin  boards, and Usenet  newsgroups.  Large  bulletin  boards  offering
email, chat and newsgroups  are accessed using  a computer,  modem,  and  tele-
communications  software. Internet  access  is not  required  for  local  bulletin
boards. Of the three types of communication,  chat  is the  most  interactive
because it occurs in real time, while  email and newsgroups  are  less  so due  to
the delayed  response time. Chat and email, however,  are  more  personal  than
Usenet newsgroups  because one is sending  messages to individuals  rather
than  to  bulletin  boards.
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Internet  chat  is defined  by  Weiss  (1994)  as "real-time  media"  (p  59) that  is
text-based.  Chat  is usually  a public  forum,  as is Usenet  newsgroups.  Conver-
sations,  however,  can  be conducted  privately  if  one  chooses  by  accessing  a pri-
vate  channel  or  room  on  the  bulletin  board.  Email  is defined  as electronic
mail  (At"finer,  1994).  Generally,  email  messages  are  sent  using  an  email
address  to individuals  or  groups.  Usenet  newsgroups  are  defined  as eiec-
tronic  discussion  groups  to  which  one  subscribes  (Miller,  1994).  Messages
posted  on  newsgroups,  similar  to  notes  on  bunetin  boards  in  grocerv  stores,
are  available  for  anyone  who  subscribes  to  that  particular  newsgroup.  News-
groups  provide  a forum  for  people  to express  opinions  or  to aisseminate
information.  For  example,  posted  messages  about  world  events  are  quickly
distributed  worldwide.
Older  adults  are  defined  as those  over  the  age  of  50 and  are  identified  by
birthdate.  Social  isolation  is defined  in  the  literature  as "relational  disconnec-
tion  from  individuals,  groups,  and  community"  (Geissinger  et al.,  1993,
p. 283),  and  the  "shrinkage  of  primary  networks  of  friends  and  relatives"
(Monk,  1988,  p. 541). Social  isolation  is operationalized  by  asking  survey  ques-
tions  pertaining  to the  type  of  social  activities  and  the  amount  of  time
engaged  in  these  activities,  including  that  spent  online  using  communica-
tions  technology.  No  predetermined  criterion  of  time  was  established  to
measure  social  isolation  vs non-isolation.
Sampling
The population  to be studied  included  individuals  age  51 and  older  who
had access to the Internet  or a local  BBS via  computer  and  modem.  Using  a
purposive  sampling  method  based  on  age,  I surveyed  members  of  one  bulle-
tin  board  called  Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker  that  offers  email  and  chat
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services.  Those  choosing  to respond  to the survey  did  so voluntarily  and
anonymously,  as they are  known  to the system  only  by first  name or nick-
name,  and  a number  that  was  assigned  by the network  computer.  The only
other  identifying  iiormation  available  to me  was  the birthdate  and gender.
There  were  approximately  60 individuals  who  fit  the  age  criteria  of  the  study,
and  potentially  could  have  chosen  to complete  the  survey-.  According  to the
data  available  to  subscribers  of Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker  bulletin  board,
approximately  75% were  males and 25% were  females  over  50 years of age.
Data  Collection  and  Analysis
Beginning  in January  1996, I sent individuals  age 51 and older  who  are
members  of  Christie's  Matchmaker  an  invitation  by  email  asking  them  to
participate  in  a study.  They  were  asked  to  access  my  World  X'STide XS7eb page  to
read  a cover  letter/consent  form  (appendix  3), and to complete  a question-
naire  ( appendix  4) designed  by  me.  The  participants  were  told  the  purpose  of
the  study;  how  they  were  selected;  my  name;  and  hois-  to reach  me  ii-ith  any
questions  or  concerns.  Additional  information  about  voluntary  participation
and  anonvmity  was  included  in  the  cover  letter.  Consent  was  implied  ivhen
each  participant  sent  the  questionnaire  electronically  to the  electronic  data-
base  or  my  email  account.
The  research  instrument  (appendix  4) that  was  used  in  this  study  did  not
ask  any  question  that  might  be considered  more  invasive  than  that  already
answered  by  the  participants  when  they  joined  the  bunetin  board  (appendix
5). The  instrument  included  demographic  questions  such  as:  birthdate,  gend-
er, marital,  and  employment  status  (numbers  17  through  20) that  the  litera-
ture identified  as being  related  to social  isolation.  Information  about  the  par-
ticipants'  roles  was  inferred  from  this  data.  Social  isolation  was  operational-
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ized  by  asking  several  questions  pertaining  to  participants'  social  activities
(numbers  10  and  16).  The  survey  was  pretested  with  my  classmates  and co-
workers.  Only  minor  changes  in  wording  were  made.
After  approximately  one  week,  I sent  a follow-up  email  message to the
individuals  in  the  sample  who  had  not  responded.  Another  seven individu-
als  were  identified  as potential  study  participants  and were  sent the original
email  message.  I sent  a fonow-up  email  about  a week  after  the original  mes-
sage  to  these  new  individuals.  The  completed  questionnaires  are  stored  in a
computer  file,  and  hard  copies  are  kept  in  a locked  file  cabinet  in  my  home.
Only  I have  access  to the  responses  as my  password  is secured.  The  data  will
be destroyed  after  the  study  is completed.
The  data  were  analyzed  using  descriptive  statistics,  i.e.,  percentages  and
frequencies,  and  non-parametric  tests  such  as cross-tabs.  Content  analysis  of
the  qualitative  data  was  done.  Tables,  charts,  and  graphs  were  used  to  show  a
visual  presentation  of  the  data.
The  approximate  time  frame  for  this  studv  will  be  from  October,  1995  to
June, 1996. The data collection  instrument  was designed  in October,  1995, and
pretested  in  November,  1995.  Upon  approval  from  the  Institutional  Review
Board  at Augsburg  College  in  November  1995,  and  the  systems  operator  of
Christie"s  Internet  Matchmaker  in January  1996, I contacted  the participants
initiany  in late January,  1996. Data  collection  ended  on February  20, 1996. By
March  20 1996,  I completed  the  data  analysis.
Protection  of  Human  Subjects
The  participants  for  this  study  were  anonymous,  as no  identifying  infor-
mation  was  known  other  than  a login  name  or  nickname  with  a computer-
assigned  number,  their  birthdate  and  gender.  A  cover  letter/  consent  form
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(appendix  3) describing  the  purpose  of  the  study  was  located  on  the W7eb page
with  the  survey.  This  cover  letter  encouraged  participants  to send  email  to
me  with  any  questions  or  concerns  prior  to completing  the  survey.  In  addi-
tion,  I provided  the  participants  'u-ith  work  phone  numbers  for  both  me  and
my  thesis  advisor.  Consent  was  inferred  from  the  participants'  accessing  the
'l"Veb page  and  completing  the  survey  questions.  The  participants  were  told
that  confidentiality  could  not  be guaranteed  through  email  or  on  the  World
Wide  'TiiVeb.
Study  Limitations
Limitations  in  the  research  design  include  the  sampling  method,  i.e.,  the
study  only  surveyed  adults  over  age  50 who  have  access  to a computer  with  a
modem  and  telecommunications  program.  As  a result,  this  study's  measure-
ment  of  social  isolation  is not  generalizable  to the  larger  population  of
socially  isolated  individuals.  Others  younger  than  50 are  also  socially  isolated,
and  may  be deaiing  with  issues  that  were  not  addressed  in  tis  study.  A
threat  to the  external  validity  of  the  study  includes  the  small  sample  size  that
was  not  normaliv  distributed  nor  ranaomly  selected.
Threats  to the  internal  validity  of  this  study  include:  sampling  selection
bias,  as only  volunteers  responded  per  social  work  research  standards;  instru-
mentation,  that  is, the  questionnaire  used  in  this  study  was  designed  by  me,
and,  therefore,  it lacked  the  construct  validity  of  a standardized  measure;  his-
tory:  the  participants  that  were  contacted  for  this  study  may  have  been  mem-
bers  of Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker  for  some  time  and  the  circumstances
in their  lives  could  have  changed  since  they  initiany  subscribed;  and  matura-
tion: membership  to the  bulletin  board  over  a period  of  time  may  have
influenced  how  they  responded  to  the  questionnaire.  In  addition,  other  par-
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ticipants  only  called  the  bulletin  board  one  time  and  were  not  active  members
at the  time  of  the  initial  contact.  All  of  these  threats  add  up  to  not  being  able
to rule  out  chance  as the  main  explanation  for  the  findings.  The  next  section




Thirteen  participants  responded  to the  initial  email  invitation  to complete
the  study  survey  questionnaire,  nine  males  and  four  females.  Of  these,
eleven  completed  the  entire  questionnaire.  Two  males  provided  qualitative
answers  only,  but  did  not  finish  the  questionnaire.  Thev  are  not  included  in
the  sample.  The  range  in  age  of  the  respondents  was  52-65  years  old  with  the
average  age  being  58.18.  The  four  females  ranged  in  age  from  52 to 60 and  the
seven males were  age 52 to 65. Five (45%) of the respondents  were  over  age
60. Of the  11 who  completed  the  survey,  4 were  married,  4 were  divorced,  1
was  widowed,  1 was  single,  and  I was  inn  a longterm  relationship.  None  of
the females  had partners,  while  71% or  5 of 7 males iiiere  either  married  or
involved  in  a partnership.  See Table  1.
























1 00%  (4)
Six of the respondents  were  employed  full-time,  2 were  employed  part-
time,  2 were  retired,  and 1 was unemployed.  The  average  number  of  hours
worked  per week  were  46.7 and 20.O respectively.  See Table  2.
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Table2  Employmentstatus  N=11
status
, full-time  55%  (6)
part-time  1 8% (2)
retired  1 8% (2)
unemployed  09%  (1)
Total 100%  (11)
mean  hours/week
Use  of  email,  chat,  and  newsgroups
Table  3 shows  the  frequency  of  use  of  email,  chat,  and  neiizsgroups.  Email
is the  most  frequently  used  of  the  three  modes  of  computer-mediated  com-
munications  with  100% of the respondents  reporting  daily  use, while  8 of the
11 used  it several  times  per  day.  BBS/newsgroups  were  the second  most
widely  used  by the survey  participants  with  72%1 reporting  having  used  them
several  times  per  week  or  more.  A  little  more  than  half  of  the  respondents,
55(,'8, reported  infrequent  use  of  chat,  i.e.,  less  than  once  per  month  or  never.
Forty  five  percent  who  do  participate  in  chatting  with  others  use  it daily  or
several  times  per  week.
Table  3 Use  of  email,  chat,  and  newsgroups  N=I1
frequency email
i several times  per day 72%  (ED
once per day 27%  (3i
several  times  per week  0%
once per week  0%
several times  per month  0%


















Total 100%  (11) 100%  (11) 100%  (11)
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Survey  respondents  reported  spending  from  1-21 hours per week using
computer-mediated  communications.  Table 4 shows that 36% of the particip-
ants  are  online  from  1-7 hours, 36% are online  from  8-14 hours, and 27%
from  15-21  hours  per  'tveek.  lo%"hen asked  if they anticipated  changing  their
use  patterns  in  the  future,  18%  said  they  would  increase  it, 45% said they
would  not  change, and 36% said they did not knoiv  how thev plan to use
online  communications  in  the  future.







Figure  1 shows  the  number  of  months  each  survei-  participant  reported
using email, chat, and BBS/newsgroups.  Email  and newsgroups  were the
communication  modes  used  for  the  longest  period,  though  individuals
varied  from  being  experienced  users  to one  individual  who  was  a novice
with  online  communications.  The range for the BBS/newsgroups  was I
week  to 144  months.  For  email  and  chat,  the  range  was  1 week  to 120  months
and  0 to 18  months  respectively.
In  general,  the  male  participants  have  used  computer-mediated  commu-
nications  longer  than  the  female  respondents.  For  example,  of  those  particip-
ants  over  age  60, the  time  period  for  the  three  males  was  15,  48, and  120
months  for  email  use,  while  the  two  females  in  this  age  group  used  email
from  1 week  to 36 months.
28
Figure 1 Number  of months  used email, chat,  and newsgroups  per respondent  N=111









Table  5 presents  the  mean  number  of  months  the  respondents  have  used
email,  chat,  and  newsgroups  by  employment  status  and  gender.  Males
employed  full-time  have  used  email  approximately  5 times  longer  than
females  who  are  employed  full-time,  mean=55.75  vs 10.13.  Newsgroups  have
been  used  by  males  in  this  group  at a rate  of  50 times  longer  than  the  females,
mean=47.25  for  the  males  vs.l3  for  the  females.  However,  the  table  shows
that  females  have  been  using  chat  9 times  longer  than  the  males,  mean=9.l3
vs 1.75.
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Comparing  employed  respondents  with  those not employed, the chart
shows  that  those  employed  part-time  have tised  email  and newsgroups for
the  longest  period  of  time,  means=64.50  and 76.50 months  respectively.  Chat
has  been  used  approximately  the  same  length  of time,  means=4.97  vs 5.50
months,  for  both  groups.
Table  5 Comparison  of  number  of  months  using  email,  chat, and news-
groups  by  gender  and  employment  status  N=11
employment  status  email  chat  newsgroups
mean=  mean=  mean=
full-time
male  55.75  (4)  1.75  47.25
female  10.13  (2)  9.13  0.13
part-time
male  64.50  (2)  4.50  76.50
female  O.00 (O) 0.00  0.00
unemployed
male  O.00 (O) 0.00  0.00
female  18.00  (1)  0.00  1.00
retired
male  15.00  (1)  10.00  12.00
female  36.00  (1)  1.00  0.00
.4 comparison  cannot  be  made  across  gender  lines  for  those  employed
part-time  as none  of  the  females  were  in  this  categorya.  The  table  does  shoti-
that  emaii  and  newsgroups  have  been  used  for  the  longest  time  period  for
those  males  employed  part-time  mean=64.50  and  76.50  respectively.  The
mean  number  of  months  using  chat  was  similar  to the  full-time  group,  4.50
months.
Only  one  female  reported  unemployment.  Email  was  her  primary  means
of communicating  online.
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For  the  two  individuals  who  were  retired,  the  retired  male  reported  using
an three  modes  of  communication  for  approximately  the  same  length  of
time,  while  the  female  used  email  longer.  She  does  not  use  newsgroups  and
is relatively  neiv  to chat,  reporting  onlv  having  used  it for  one  month  prior  to
completing  the  survey.  Length  of  retirement  was  not  notea.
Table  6 presents  the  mean  number  of  months  respondents  have  used
computer-mediated  communications  by  gender  and  marital  status.
Table  6 Comparison  of  number  of  months  using  email,  chat,  and  neii-sgroups
by  gender  and  marital  status  N=11
marital  status email
mean=
single
male  O.00  (O)
female  18.00  (i)
married
male  53.25  (4)
female  O.00  (O)
divorced
male  28.50  (2)
female  10.13  (2)
widowed
male  O.00  (O)
female  36.00  (1)
other
male  97.00  (1)











Only the divorced  category  had participants  of both  genders.  Divorced
makes have used email  longer  than divorced  females,  means=28.50  '17S 10.13.
Divorced  females tended to have used chat twice  as long  as the  divorced
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males  while  the  latter  preferred  newsgroups  at a rate  of 28 times  the divorced
female  rate.  While  all  of  the  respondents  reported  using  email,  the use of
chat  seemed  to  be a rather  new  phenomenon  for  both  genders.  Both  divorced
and  married  males  used  chat  for  about  the  san"ie  length  of  time,  slightli-  more
than  4 months.
The  use  of  newsgroups  was  very  different  across  gender  lines.  The males
all  reported  using  them  from  2 years  to 8 years,  while  the  females  have  just
recently  started  to explore  this  mode  of  communication.
Overan,  the  respondents  who  were  married  or  in  partnerships  used  email
and  newsgroups  longer,  means=75.l2  and  73.25  months  respectively,  vs  24.44
and  5.10  months  respectively.  The  number  of  months  using  chat  was  similar
for  both  groups,  means=2.l2  vs  2.60  months.
Table  7 shows  the  hours  per  week  spent  online  vs the  hours  per  iveek
spent  engaging  in  other  social  activities  by  gender  and  employment  status.
Other  social  activities  specified  on  the  questionnaire  included:  spending  time
with  friends  and  family;  attending  entertainment  functions;  membership  in
social  clubs,  civic  groups,  and  health  clubs;  political  activities;  and  attending
religious  functions.  Participants  identified  other  activities  also,  such  as:  vol-
unteering  at school;  amateur  radio;  teaching  adult  classes;  travel;  and  art
events.
Comparison  of  employed  respondents  with  those  not  employed  shows
that  both  groups  spend  the  same  number  of  hours  oniine,  fron"t  1-20  hours
per  week. The  retired  respondents  spend  more  time  than  the  unemployed,
hoivever,  from  15-20  hours  vs 1-7  hours  per  iveek,  respectively.
Comparison  of the  time  spent  per  week  engaged  in  other  social  activities
shoys-s that  both  employed  and  non-employed  respondents  spend  approx-
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imately  the  same  number  of  hours,  means=21.42  vs 22.O hours  per  week.
Table  7 Comparison  of hours  per  week  online  vs hours  per  'ty=eek engaged  in
other  social  activities  by employment  status  and  gender  N=I1
iemployment  status  hours/week  online  mean hours/week  in other  activittes
full-time
male  1-7  (2)  8-14  (2)  37.25
female  15-20  (2)  8.00
part-time
male  1-7  (1)  8-14  (1)  19.00
female  0 0.00
unemployed
male  0 0.00
female  1-7  (1)  20.00
retired
male  15-20  (1)  40.00
female  8-14  (1)  8.00
Only  two  categories  contain  both  genders,  i.e.,  employed  full-time  and
retired.  Males  in  botlt  groups  reported  they  spend  more  time  engaged  in
social  activities  than  the  females.  Males  employed  full-time  spend  from  1-14
hours  per  week  online  in  computer-mediated  communications,  ivhile
females  in  this  category  spend  14-20  hours  online  communicating  with  oth-
ers.  Maies  employed  part-time  reported  that  they  spend  the  same  number  of
hours  per  week  online  as the  males  employed  full-time,  but  only  half  as
much  time  on  average  engaged  in  other  social  activities.  The  retired  male
spends  twice  as much  time  online,  15-20  hours  per  week,  and  4 times  as much
time  engaged  in  other  social  activities  as the  retired  female.
Table  8 compares  the  number  of  hours  spent  online  per  week  with  the
number  of hours  engaged  in  other  social  actitivies  by  gender  and  marital  sta-
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tus.  Comparison  of respondents  with  partners  and  those  without  partners
shows  that  the number  of hours  spent  online  is the same for  both  groups,  1-
20 hours  per  week.  Comparing  time  spent  engaging  in other  social  activities
shows  that  those  'ivith  partners  spend  more  than  3 times  more  hours  per
week  than  those  without  partners,  means=46.O  vs 13.91  respectively.
Table  8 Comparison  of  hours  per  week  online  vs }tours  per  week  engaged  in
other  social  activities  by  marital  status  and  gender  N=11





















male  8-14  (1)
female  0
mean hours/week  other  activities
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Only  the  divorced  category  was  represented  by  both  genders.  The  data
show  that  the  divorced  females,  both  empioyed  full-time  (Table  7), spend  two
times  the  amount  of  hours  per  week  online  as the  divorced  males,  15-20
hours  vs  8-14  hours  per  week.  They  spend  only  8 hours  per  week  participat-
ing  in  other  social  activities  compared  to the  19.5  hours  for  the  divorced
males,  however.  The  average  range  for  female  respondents  in  time  spent
engaged  in  other  social  activities  was  8-20  hours  per  week.  The  average  range
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for  males  was  19.5-60  hours  per  week.  Marital  status  appears  to make  a dif-
ference  in  the  amount  of  online  time  as three  of  the  four  married  males
spend  only  half  as much  time  communicating  online  as the  divorced  males.
Involvement  in  the  Matchmaker  Network
Study  participants  were  asked  questions  about  their  reasons  for  joining
and  their  satisfaction  with  Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker.  Thirty  six  percent
said they were  satisfied,  36% said they  were  somewhat  satisfied,  and 28% said
they  were  neither  satisfied  nor  unsatisfied  (Figure  2). One  divorced  female
stated  that  "the  men  are  much  younger.  I would  like  a separate  database  for
those  over  age  50."




The reasons for joining  the matchmaker  network  varied.  The opportun-
ity to meet people  from  all over  the world  was mentioned  by  three  particip-
ants as being a primary  reason  for  joining  the nehvork.  One  man  has  made
useful business and community  contacts  and  stated  that  the  network  is
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"useful  for  the  timid  as an  introduction  to the  Internet."  A  married  male
stated  that  the  matchmaker  network  has  an  "element  of  fantasy-one  can
enjoy  fun  company  with  the  opposite  sex."  Of  11  respondents,  6 stated  curios-
itv  as one  of  the  reasons  they  joined  the  network.  Both  male  and  female  par-
ticipants,  divorced  as well  as married,  wanted  to  meet  people  with  the  hope  of
starting  a relationship.  One  attached  male  was  interested  in  meeting  women
for  "platonic"  friendships.
Table  9 shows  the  percent  of  perceived  increase  or  decrease  in  participants'
social  network  as a result  of  membership  in  the  matchmaker  network.
Table9  Percentofincrease/decreaseinsocialnetwork  N=I1
yes somewhat no total
increase 55%  (6) 45% (5) 0% 100%  (11)
decrease 0% 09% (1) 90% (10) 100%  (11)
All  of the respondents  reported  an  increase  in  their  social  neh.vork  as a
result  of their  online  communications.  Several  individuals  have  met  some
of their  online  penpals  in  person  and have  continued  the relationships.  One
woman  stated  that,  "in  one week,  I have  five  regular  penpals-four  in  the
United  States-four are women  my age and  one man."  Other  comments
included:  corresponding  with  old  friends  and relatives  more  often;  meeting
new friends; meeting people  in an interesting  and fun  way  to share  ideas;  and
forming  romantic  relationships.  One  man  noted  his "surprise  at hoii-  quickly
one  gets  acquainted."
The majority  of the respondents (90%) believed  that  there  was  no  decrease
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in  their  social  network  as a result  of spending  time  online.  One individual
did  state  that  "time  spent  at the keyboard  is time  awa'v from  face-to-face  meet-
ings  and  it changes  the way  I meet  people."  This same individual  noted  that
40(7o of his social  circle are women  he met on the neh'vork.  Another married
man  thought  that  even  though  there is a slight  possibility  that  his involve-
ment  in  online  communications  may  have taken  time  from  other  things,  he
is involved  in  so many  community  activities  that he did  not  believe  that it
has  had  a negative  impact  on  his  social  netvvork.
Survey  respondents  were  asked  how  important  their  membership  to the
matchmaker  network  is to them. Figure  3 shows  that  73% believe  it is verv
or somewhat  important,  18% stated  it is neither  important  nor  unimportant,
iiyhile  9% said it is unimportant  to them. A divorced  male stated, "  the
matchmaker  system  has  become  an  emotional  support  network  for  me  and
helped  me  to form  a healthier  appreciation  of  women."




Sixty-four  percent  of the participants  (Figure  4) formed  ongoing  relation-
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ships  as a result  of  membership  in  Christie's  Internet  kiatchmaker.  One
woman  said  that  she  has  had  ongoing  correspondence  via  email  for  over  a
year  with  a man  in  Paris.  A  married  male  has  been  involved  in  an  affair  with
a married  ii-oman  he met  through  the  matchmaker  nehvork.  Several
respondents  stated  that  they  have  established  both  platonic  and  romantic  rela-
tionships,  and  that  they  feel  very  positive  about  their  experiences  online.
One  married  man  considers  people  he  has  met  online  friends  for  life,  though
he has  not  met  any  of  them  in  person.  A  divorced  female  who  checked  the
other  category  had  been  using  the  system  for  only  one  week  at the  time  she
completed  the  survey.
Figure  4 Percentage  of  respondents  who  formed  ongoing  relationships  N=1  1 '
A man ivho earns his living online noted  that  it was difficult  to distingu-
ish between his social, political, religious, and i.vork  life  as thev  all  overlap.
Overall, the study participants noted  that  the matchmaker  network  is one  of
several fun ways to communicate with  people  and  that  their  lives  have  been
eruiched  by  doing  so.
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Discussion
Overview  of  the  Findings
Several  meaningful  findings  were  noted  from  the  demographic  data  that
related  to the research  questions.  Almost  2/3  of the survey  participants  vvere
male,  the  majority  of  them  married  or  in  a partnership,  and  employed  full-
time.  None  of  the  female  survey  respondents  was  married  or  in  a partner-
ship,  which  may  reflect  the  diminishing  opportunities  for  partnership  for
women  as they  age. The  majority  of  respondents  was  still  employed,  ivhich  is
not  too surprising  since  the  mean  age  is 58.18  years.  The  data  also  indicated
that  males,  age  51 and  older,  have  used  telecommunications  longer  and  more
frequently  than  females  in  the  same  cohort.  This  may  be a reflection  of  expo-
sure to computers  in the ivorkplace.  Since the maiority  of workers  in  techni-
cal fields  has been  predominately  male,  especiany  in  this  age  group,  the  find-
ing  is not  surprising
Of the three  modes  of online  communication,  email  has been  used  for  the
longest number  of months  by all of the survey  respondents.  This  is probably
because  it has been  in existence  for  the longest  period  of time.  Most  of  the
respondents seemed  to use chat  frequently  or not  at all. Males  indicated  they
used email and newsgroups  more  frequently  and over  a longer  period  of  time
than chat services.  Females  used email  and chat more  often  than  they  used
newsgroups. Since email  and  newsgroups  are delayed-response  mediums  of
communication  while chat  is interactive  in real-time,  the gender  differences
in the use of chat are noteworthy.  This  finding  may  reflect  the differences  in
socialization between males  and females  regarding  the importance  of social
interaction and the means  to achieve  it. Newsgroups  especiany  are  more  a
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means  of gathering  and  disseminating  information  rather  than  a vehicle  for
relationship  building.  It may  also just  indicate  the differences  between  work-
related  use  and  leisure  use. Email  and  newsgroups  are  probably  accessed  at
ii-ork  more  often  than  chat  services.
Marital  status  was  a factor  in  the  use  of  telecommunications  also. Married
or  partnered  respondents  have  used  online  communications  for  a longer
period  of  time  than  non-partnered  respondents.  This  finding  may  reflect
income  level  as people  in  partnerships  may  have  more  income  than  singie
individuals.  As  income  data  were  not  collected,  this  interpretation  is specula-
tive,  but  the  uneven  distribution  of  wealth  in  this  country  favors  white  males
and  married  couples.  In  addition,  the  findings  also  showed  that  respondents
with  partners  spent  approximately  the  same  number  of  hours  per  week
online  as did  respondents  without  partners.  Whether  this  represents  work-
related  use  or  reflects  a social  need  is undear.
Since  none  of  the  females  were  married  or  in  partnerships,  their  use
appears  to  be related  to  social  interactions  more  so than  the  males'  use,  some
of  whom  indicated  they  used  telecommunications  for  business  as i.'vell  as
social  reasons.  The  two  divorced  females,  who  were  both  emploved  full-time,
spent  more  time  online  per  week  than  all  of  the  other  respondents  with  the
exception  of  one  retiree.  They  also  spent  two  times  more  hours  per  week
online  than  engaging  in  other  social  activities.  Meeting  people  through
online  communications  may  be a safe  way  for  them  to get  some  of  their  social
needs  met.
Overall,  the females  spent  less  time  engaging  in  other  social  activities  than
the male  respondents,  regardless  of  employment  status.  loVhether  this  reflects
their  lack  of partners  or something  else is unknown.  The  females,  however,
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may  have  defined  other  social  activities  differently  from  the males. On the
survey  questionnaire,  there  was  a discrepancy  in  how  the totals  were  derived
for  both  online  communications  and other  social  activities.  It is unclear  how
the  ivomen  ii-ere  interpreting  the  categories  as none  of  them  added  their
hours  spent  in  both  online  communications  and  other  activities  for  a total
number  of  hours  per  week.  V%Thile the  males  added  the  number  of  hours
spent  in  each  category  to arrive  at  a weekly  total,  the  females  did  not  total
their  hours  in  any  way  that  can  be  interpreted.  This  difference  may  indicate
that  their  activities  overlap  with  each  other  to a greater  extent  so discrete
numbers  were  difficult  to determine.  The  data  did  show  that  married  or  part-
nered  males,  regardless  of  employment  status,  spent  three  times  more  hours
in  other  social  activities  than  either  divorced  males  or females.  This  finding
may  indicate  that  people  who  are  partnered  have  more  active  social  lives  and
that  persons  without  partners  are  more  socially  isolated.
The findings  showed  that 100% of the respondents  indicated  an increase  in
their  social  neh-vork  as a result  of  joining  the  matchmaker  network.  The
majority  of  respondents  stated  that  their  membership  is important  to them.
A substantial  number  of  respondents  indicated  that  they  have  formed  ongo-
ing  relationships,  both  platonic  and  romantig  using  this  mode  of  communi-
cation.
Research  Questions  Revisited
Are  adults  over  age  50 who  use  online  communications  socially  isolated?
l'iThat  role  does  computer-mediated  communications  play  in  their  lives?
What  social  needs  are  being  met  for  these  individuals  using  this  means  of
communication?  Are online  communications  a substitute  for  family,  friends,
and community?  What  are  the  applications  to social  work  practice?
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The  results  of  this  study  show  that  some  older  adults  are not computer
illiterate;  that  they  are  able  to  maintain  their  social  networks  despite  loss of
employment  and/or  partnership;  and that computer-mediated  communica-
tion  helps  to  facilitate  this.  Furthermore,  the findings  did  not shoiv  that  users
of computer-mediated  communications  are  socially  isolated  individuals
Rather,  these  older  adults  are  connected  in  their  communities,  and  their
online  use  is just  another  method  of  networking  for  them.
Alternatively,  the  findings  could  indicate  that  positive  experiences  online
increased  the  confidence  and  self-esteem  of  the  survey  participants  enabling
them  to  become  more  involved  in  social  networks  in  their  own  communi-
ties.  Overall,  the  survey  respondents'  interest  in  social  interaction  using  this
ne'vv  technology  appears  to  contradict  the  disengagement  theory  (Maldonado,
1987;  Monk,  1987),  though  the  study  participants  may  not  be  representative  of
the  larger  population  of  older  adults.
Limitations  of  the  Study
There  are  three  limitations  of  this  study  that  affect  validity,  including:  the
sample,  the  time  frame,  and  the  surve'v  instrument.  The  sample  size  of  II  is
too  sman for  generalizability  to  the  larger  population  of  older  adults  Fur-
thermore,  the  sample  selection  yvas  not  randomized  nor  normally  distributed
to achieve  representation.
A second  limitation  was  the  time  frame  allotted  for  data  collection  was
too  short  to reach  infrequent  users  of  the  matchmaker  system.  As  a result,
information  was  obtained  only  from  those  who  use  the  system  at least  daily
or  several  times  per  week.  Others,  who  responded  after  the  data  had  been  col-
lected,  were  unable  to contribute  to the  study.
A third  limitation  was  in  the  survey  instrument.  Several  questions
42
created  validity  problems.  For  example,  question  17 asked  for  the total
number  of  hours  engaged  in  the  social  activities  identified  in question  16.
The  females  answered  this  question  very  differently  from  the males. As a
result,  we  do  not  knoii-  ii-hat  ivas  being  measured.  Questions  10 and 11 asked
about  respondents'  social  networks.  Since social  network  was not  defined  in
the  survei-  instrument,  respondents  may  have  been  undear  as to tvl"iether  the
questions  were  pertaining  to their  online  social  networks  or  their  social  net-
works  as a whole.  Asking  the  respondents  about  their  other  social  activities
(question  16)  before  asking  them  about  the  increase  or  decrease  in  their  social
networks  (questions  10 and  11)  would  have  been  more  helpful  in  identifying
the  usefulness  of  online  communications  as a means  of  social  connectedness
Other  questions  also  must  have  been  confusing  to the  participants,  and  l
believe  would  have  elicited  more  qualitative  data  had  I worded  them  differ-
ently.  For  example,  questions  10  and  II  pertaining  to  the  increase  or  decrease
in  social  networks  would  have  been  better  if  I }tad  asked  for  explanations  for
both  the  yes  and  the  somewhat  responses.  Question  13  asked  about  the  for-
mation  of  ongoing  reiationships  and  requested  the  respondents  to explain
their  selection.  It  was  undear  in  the  yvav  it  was  ivorded,  however,  and  most
of the  respondents  did  not  provide  an  explanation.  Question  15  was  similar
in  that  I wanted  an  explanation  of  the  participants'  satisfaction  ivith  the
matchmaker  network.  I did  not  ask  them  why  they  responded  as tl'iey  did  but
encouraged  comments.  This  was  not  effective  in  getting  good  qualitative
data.
Another  limitation  was  my  lack  of  technical  expertise  in  guiding  the
respondents.  Many  of  them  needed  help  with  accessing  the  questionnaire
and  I did  the best  I could  to advise  them.  Unfortunately,  I was  unable  to  solve
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one  technical  problem  that  resulted  in  not  obtaining  a completed  question-
naire  from  that  individual.  There  may  have  been  others  also  who  tried  to
respond  and  never  let  me  know  of  their  difficulties.
Implications  for  Social  Work  Practice  and  Policy
Certainly,  it  is true  that  more  and  more  people  are  going  online  every  day
(Brandt,  1995).  Bulletin  boards  exist  for  domestic  abuse  victims,  12  step  pro-
grams,  people  with  chronic  diseases,  etc  (Forbes,  1995).  A  support  network
can  be found  online  for  just  about  any  problem  or  condition.  For  some  peo-
ple,  the  only  way  for  them  to connect  with  others  in  similar  circumstances  is
online  via  their  computer  (Forbes,  1995).  The  results  of  this  studv  indicate
that  use  of  technology  is promising  for  older  people  as a means  to  stay  con-
nected  with  the  larger  community.
Social  workers  need  to  become  knowledgeable  about  the  Internet,  both
for  their  own  education,  and  for  training  clients  in  using  the  svstem.  Poten-
tial  uses  of  the  results  of  this  study  could  include  the  development  of  a pro-
gram  to reach  isoiated  seniors  using  technological  means.  Social  ivorkers
could  find  funding  sources,  provide  training  to the  seniors  and  community
resource  staff,  facilitate  support  groups  for  these  seniors  online,  iy-ork  ivith  the
American  Association  for  Retired  Persons,  and  lobby  for  social  policy  change
to alloiv  equal  access  for  everyone.
Another  potential  use  for  practice  could  be facilitating  an  online  support
group  that  would  meet  at a specified  day and time  as teiephone  support
groups  do. There  are already  informal  support  groups  online  that  are  provid-
ing information  and support  to individuals  with  a variet)-  of  problems,  but
these are usually  in the form  of bulletin  board  messages,  and  not  interactive
in  real  time.
44
As  more  individuals  gain  access  to  the  technology  through  work,  school,
senior  centers,  libraries,  etc.,  the  social  work  applications  can  be  expanded.
Social  workers  in  rural  areas  are  already  using  online  networks  for  continu-
ing  education  and  case  consultation  (Landers,  1996).  Two  -wav  interactive
communication  is happening  now  on  a small  scale,  but  will  be a common
practice  method  in  the  future.
Since  computer-mediated  communications  are  beyond  the  reach  of  manv
people  who  cannot  afford  the  cost  of  a computer  and  the  monthly  fee  for
Internet  access,  social  workers  need  to work  on  changing  social  policy  with
respect  to access  to information.  Even  though  there  are  innovative  efforts
being  done  in  this  area,  more  work  is needed  to ensure  equal  access  for  every-
one. The results  of this  study,  while  not  unexpected,  are  an  indication  of  hoii-
gender,  class, and  marital  status  privilege  operate  in  our  society  I suspect
none  of the respondents  was  poor,  or  single  women  of  color.
Overall,  computer-mediated  communications  have  a place  in  social  work
if social workers  can  get  over  the  fear  of  technology  that  seems  to be so preva-
lent  in  the field.  It  seems  important  for  social  workers  to be aware  of  the
resources  available  in cyberspace,  just  as we  are  knotvledgeable  about
resources  in our  own  communities.  Community,  from  a systems  perspective,
can be expanded to now  include  the  world,  as we  have  the  capacity  to  access
information  and connect with  people from anywhere  at any  time  of  the  dav
or  night.
Recommendations  for  Fuhire  Research
Future  research  needs  to be done  in this  area.  Studies  of  other  age  groups
who use online communications  could  be done  to obtain  information  about
their patterns of use and  whether  it is related  to social  isolation.  A much
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larger  study  could  be done  polling  users  of SeniorNet  to find  out  if they are
getting  their  social  needs  met  through  online  communications.  This would
be more  likeiy  to reach  a larger  number  of  elderly  who  are  online  users  as
there  are  over  20,000  members  who  are  over  age  65.
Populations  identified  in  the  literature  as isolated  such  as:  survivors  of
domestic  violence,  rural  elderll-,  homeiess  individuals,  caregivers,  people
with  disabiiities,  etc.  could  be connected  with  online  services.  Research  could
be done  to determine  ii-hether  online  communications  are  useful  in  alleviat-
ing  social  isolation  for  these  individuals.  'n"iese  studies  should  address
regional,  dass,  age,  race,  ethnicitl-,  and  socio-economic  differences  also.
As  this  study  shows,  the  Internet  can  be  used  as a means  of  conducting
social  work  research  using  email  or  l'Veb  pages  for  posting  electronic  survevs.
In  addition  to the  abundance  of  information  found  on  Web  pages  or  in  elec-
tronic  journals,  qualitative  data  could  be obtained  from  online  focus  groups
using  talk  programs  or  chat  rooms.
Condusion
With  technological  advances  occurring  at a rapid  pace,  it  will  soon  be pos-
sible  to  use  chat  services  or  talk  programs  to hold  support  group  sessions
online.  These  would  be interactive  in  the  sense  that  every  gro'up  member
would  be connected  in  cyberspace  at the  same  time.  Immediate  feedback  and
emotional  support  would  be available.  This  would  be ideal  for  the  popula-
tions  described  in  the  literature  who  appear  to have  some  difficulties  reaching
a physical  space  in  which  to connect  with  others.
In addition,  technology  continues  to  become  more  sophisticated,  yvhile  at
the same  time,  more  user  friendly  with  greater  accessibility  for  persons  with
limited  means. A ne'u- machine,  called  Pippin,  is used with  a television
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screen  and  can  be purchased  for  about  $600 (Silber,  1996). One still  needs  to
pay  for  the  Internet  access,  but  Pippin  provides  a cheaper  alternative  to buying
a computer.
Oniine  access  is also  now  available  for  persons  without  the  means  to  pur-
chase  a computer  or  an  access  provider.  Several  cities  around  the country
have  gotten  grants  for  Internet  access  to  be  available  in  libraries  and  com-
munitv  centers  for  anyone  to use,  including  individuals  'ivith  limited  means.
Internet  accessibility  at Hamline  Branch  Library  in  St. Paul,  MN  is offered  free
to community  residents.  Funding  lAy7aS provided  by  the  Peii-  Charitable  Trust
to the  Hamline4iidway  Coalition,  and  U.S.  I'Vest  to The  Friends  of  the  Saint
Paul  Library  (Government  Clipper,  1995).  From  a social  justice  perspective,
this  is important  as it  enables  individuals  without  financial  resources  to
obtain  job  information,  post  their  resume  on  a IVeb  page,  access  educational
resources,  monitor  legislative  activity,  send  messages,  obtain  community
resource  information,  etc.
Social  workers  can  play  a role  in  advocating  for  funding  to ensure  the  cur-
rent  Freenets  are maintained,  to expand  the service  to additional  sites locall'v,
and to develop  them  in more  cities  nationwide.  On a macro  level,  iobbving
for  equal  access  to  information  for  everyone  is an empoiverment  issue.
Broader  access dirninishes  a bit  the widening  gap between  those  who  have
information  and  can  therefore  stay  competitive  and  those  who  do  not.
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Dr.  Rita  Weisbrod
Chair-Augsburg  College  Institutional  Review  Board
Augsburg  College
2211  Riverside  Ave
Mp]s.  MN  55454
Dear  Dr.  Weisbrod:
I am  ivriting  this  letter  on  behalf  of  JoAnne  Middaugh,  an MSW  candidate  at your  school,  who
ivishes  to conduct  her  thesis  study  by  surveying  subscribers  of  Christie's  Interriet  Matchmaker.
This  service  is one  of  approximately  15 services  in  a nehvork  of  email  and  chat  services.  Each
person  who  w'shes  tO become  a member  must  complete  a questioru'iaire.  This  information  may
be released  to anyone  calling  my  service.  The  subscribers  are  informed  of  this  prior  to
completion  of  the  questionnaire.  Each  person  is arionymous  and  is known  to  the  system  oniy
with  a first  name  or  nickname  and  a computer-generated  number.  JoAnne  Middaugh  has access
to  this  data  as she is a member  of  Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker  service.  As  a member,  she  is
allowed  to send  email  to  anyone  else  on  the  system.
As  the  systems  operator  of  Christie's  Internet  Matchmaker,  I give  my  permission  for  JoAnne  to
conduct  this  study  using  the  subcribers  in  my  database.




TO:  JoAnne  M. Middaugh
3327  Sherldan  Ave.  So.
Minneapolis  MN 554i2
FROM: Rita  Weisbrod,  P!.D.
Chair
Institutional  Flevieltt  Board
I
RE: IRB Appllcarion:  "Use  of communications  technology  by older  adults
I have  received  your  response  to pr.  Robert  Clyde  of the IRB summarizlng  conditions
approval  of your  study.  The lettir  from  Chrlstee  Bliss  of Christie's  Matchmaker  set
anonymity  procedures  for  partlclpatlon  in the  servlce.  Changes  In your  letter  soliciting
also  noted  and  meet  our  concerrls.
Your application is now approve! Your approval number is
95 - 12  - 3  This  number  should  appear  on your  nerwork  invltation  letter  and  qu
If there are substantlve changes to your proiect which change your procedures regc
human  subjects,  you  should  repqrt them  to me by phone  (330-1227)  or in writing so
reviewed for possible increased rliisk





they  may  be
Appendix  3
I am conducting  a study  of  individuals  over  age  50 who  are  current
members  of  the  Matchmaker  Network.  The  purpose  of  this  study  is to
explore  the  use  of  Internet  bulletin  boards,  newsgroups,  and  chat
services  by older  adults.  I also  hope  to learn  how  communication
technology  may  be useful  in social  work  practice.  If you  are  interested
in participating  in this  study,  please  access  my  Web  page  at:
http://www.shadow-net/-tnolen/MMQ.html  or
http://fig.cox.miami.edu/Faculty/TomNolen/surveys/MMQuestV1.html
I will pay for one hour of time on Christie's  Matchmaker  for those  who  complete
my survey.
Thank  you  for  your  participation.
Augsburg  IRB  #: 95-12-3
Appendix  4
Matchmaker  Cover  Letter
You are invited  to be in a research  study  exploring  the  use of Internet  bulletin  boards
and chat  setvices.  You were  selected  as a possible  pat'ticipant  because  you  are a current
member  of  Christie's  Matchmaker  Service  and are over  age 50. Please  read  this  form
and ask any  questions  via emai(  before  agreeing  to  be in the  study.
This  study  is being  conducted  as part  of  my  master's  thesis  at  Augsburg  College  in Min-
neapolis,  Minnesota.
Background  Information:
The  purpose  of  this  study  is to  explore  the  use of  the  Internet  bulletin  boards  and chat
services  by adults  over  age 50, and to  identify  what  social  needs  are being  met.
Procedures:
To participate  in this  study,  please  read all of  this  cover  letter,  then
follow  the  appropriate  link (at  the  bottom  of  this  page)  to  fill  out  the  questionnaire  (this
should  take  approximately  10  minutes).  When  you have  completed  the  questionnaire,
click  on the  send  button  and your  answers  witl be sent  to  an electronic  datatiase.
Risks and Benefits:
There  is no idemifiable  risk. Indirect  benefits  include  the  satisfaction  of contritiuting  to
the  use of  communications  technology  in social  work  practice.  A direct  benefit,  after  you
submit  your  answered  questionnaire,  is ONE free  hour  of connect  time  credited  to  your
Christie's  Matchmaker  Service  account.
Confidentiality:
The  data  will  be collected  in a database  on the  World  Wide  Web.
Confidentiality  cannot  be guaranteed.  In a report  of  the  Findings  of  this  study,  no infor-
mation  that  will  make  it possible  to  identify  you  wilt  be included.  Hard  copies  of  the  data
will  be kept  in a locked  file  cabinet  and  only  the  researcher  will  have  access  to  the
records.
Voluntary  Nature  of  the  Study:
Your  decision  whether  or not  to  participate  will  not  affect  your  current  or future  rela-
tions  with  the  Matchmaker  Network  or  Augsburg  College.  If you  decide  not  to  participate,
you  are free  to  withdraw  at any  time  without  affecting  those  relationships.
Contacts  and  Questions:
The  researcher  conducting  this  study  is JoAnne  Middaugh  lf you  have  questions,  you
may  contact  her  at (612)  266-4757  or her  advisor,  Tony  Bibus  at (612)  330-1746.
You can also  send  email  to  joanne432@christie.email.net.
If you  would  like a copy  of  this  form  for  your  records,  please  feel  free  to  download  it.
Thank  you  for  your  participation.
Augsburg  IRB #: 95-12-3
To answer  the  survey,  select  one  or  the  following  links.  Your  choice  depends  on the  cap-
ability  of  your  Web  Browser:
I'm using  a Forms-capable  Browser  (e.g.,  Netscape)  I
I need a Text-based Questionnaire (Choose this eVen if 9ou  haVe aCCeSS tO L9nX) I
Appendix  5
Matchmaker  Survey
Augsburg  IRB#:  95-12-3
Download  this  form  (use  your  browser's  SAVE  AS TEXT  command)  and
open  it with  your  text  editor  or your  e-mailer.
Please  answer  each  question  by choosing  the  appropriate  response,
and/or  by entering  text  in the  space  provided.  When  finished,  please
email  this  completed  form  to  the  address  at  the  bottom  of  the  page.
Thank  you  for  taking  the  time  to  complete  my  sutvey.




bulletin  board  services/discussion  groups/Usenet  newsgroups
2. How  long  have  you  been  using  email? months
3. How  long  have  you  been  using  chat  services? months
4. How  long  have  you  been  using  bul!etin  boards/discussion  groups/
Usenet  newsgroups?   months
5. How  often  do  you  use  email?  Choose  one:
several  times  a day  once  per  day  several  times  per  week
several  times  per  month  once  per  month  other:  
6. How  often  do  you  use  chat  services?  Choose  one:
several  times  a day  once  per  day  several  times  per  week
several  times  per  month  once  per  month  other:
7. How  often  do  you  use bulletin  boards/discussion  groups/Usenet  newsgroups?  Choose
one:
several  times  a day  once  per  day  several  times  per  week
several  times  per  month  once  per  month  other:
8. How  much  time  per  week  would  you  estimate  you  spend  on the  computer  communicat-
ing with  others?
none  less  than  one  hour
from  eight  to  fourteen  hours
over  twenty-one  hours
from  one  to  seven  hours
from  fifteen  to  twenty  hours
9a. Do you  foresee  changing  the  amount  of  time  you  spend  online  in the  future?  Choose
one.
yes no  don't  know
9b. If yes,  how?  increasing  decreasing
1 0a.  Do you  believe  that  your  use of  email,  bulletin  boards/discussion  groups, or chat
services  has increased  your  social  network?  Choose one.
yes,  a great  deal  somewhat  no don't  know
10b.  It yes,  in what  ways?  Please  respond  in the  space  provided.
11 a. Has your  use of  email,  bulletin  boards/discussion  groups,  or chat  services  inter-
fered  with  your  social  network?  Choose  one.
yes  somewhat  no  don't  know
11b.lf  yes,  in what  ways?  Please  respond  in the  space  provided.
12.  How  important  to  you  is your  membership  to  the  Matchmaker  network?  Choose  one
from  the  pull-down  menu.
very  unimportant




13.  Have  you  formed  any  ongoing  relationships  with  anyone  you  met  through  the  Match-
maker  network?  Choose  one.
yes  no  other,  explain  below:
14.  What  is the  main  reason  you  joined  the Matchmaker network? Please respond in the
space  pmvided.
15.  How  satisfied  have  you  been  with  the  Matchmaker  network?  Choose  one:
very  unsatisfied somewhat  unsatisfied
neither  unsatisfied  nor  satisfied somewhat  satisfied
very  satisfied
Comments:
16.  What  KINDS Of Other  SOCial aCtiVitieS  da y'Ou da?  Please  CheCk  all that  apply  and
indicate  how  much  time  you  spend  per  week.
Activities hours  per  week
spending  time  with  friends hrs
family  activities hrs
attending  entertainment  functions hrs
sociat  groups  or  clubs hrs
-CIVIC  organizations hrs
poiitical  groups hrs
health  clubs hrs
religious  organizations hrs
other  activities hrs
please  specify:
17.  How  many  hours  in total  per  week  do you  spend  engaging  in these  social  activities?
hours
18. Birthdate:  month/year:/
19.  Gender: male female
20. Employment  status:
full time  (number  of hours/week:
unemployed
student
pan  time  (number  of hours/week:
retired
21. Marital  status:
single married  divorced  widowed  separated other
22. Matchmaker  address  code:
23. General  comments:
Thank  you.
Please email this completed  form to: joanne432@christie.email.net

